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THE SYMBOLIC MEANING OF THE DOG IN 
ANCIENT MEXICO 

By HERMAN BEYER 

As I have shown in my paper on " The Dragon of the Mexi- 
cans '" the last of the thirteen constellations of the old Mexican 
zodiac was regarded as the image of a dog's head and therefore 
called itzcuintli, "dog." This constellation, as the last of the 
series, was naturally connected with ideas like end, death, under- 
world. 

Thus we understand why, with the Mexicans, the dog became 
the animal of the dead. When the ancient inhabitants of Anahuac 
burned a corpse they killed a red dog and laid it beside the dead 
body. They thought that four years after death this dog had to 
carry the soul over Chicunauhapan, the " nine-fold stream " that 
flows around the innermost hell, the final abode of the dead. 2 A 
small artificial blue dog, the xolocozcatl, was a part of the ceremonial 
dress which the effigy of the dead warrior wore. 3 Mictlantecutli, 
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Fig. 96. Fig. 97. Fig. 98. 

the "lord of the realm of the dead," appears as patron of the day- 
sign itzcuintli. The Mayan hieroglyphic of the dog consists mainly 
of the thorax of a skeleton. 

Figure 96, which closely resembles the signs of the Maya day 
oc (figs. 97 and 98), the equivalent of the Mexican itzcuintli, " dog," 
signifies, according to the late Professor E. Forstemann, " end." 4 In 

1 Globus, vol. 93, p. 158. 

2 Bernardino de Sahagun, Historia de las Cosas de la Nueva Espana, 3 app. , chap. 1 . 
% Codex Magliabecchiano, XIII, 3, fol. 72. 

4 Die Mayahieroglyphen, Globus, vol. 66, p. 78. 
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both cases the sore cropped ears of the dog, which were a charac- 
teristic of that domestic animal in primitive Mexico, are rendered 
prominent. A similar head with another suffix was the hiero- 
glyphic of the Maya month Xul, and xul likewise means "end." 

The lord of the 17th day sign olin, and of the 16th division of 
the tonalamatl xolotl, is, as we learn from the picture writings, the 
god who carries the sun through the underworld. The interpreter 
of the Codex Telleriano-Remensis (fol. 26) says that the sun goes 
to shine to the dead. The peculiar disc of dark feathers which 
Xolotl is represented as having on his back on page j6 of the 
Codex Nuttall we may thus take for a likeness of the night sun, 
the sun of the underworld. Naui olin, "four movement," is used 
as a hieroglyphic of the sun. By olin was primarily meant the 
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movement of the fire-drill, as the word stands for the constellation 
mamal-huaztli, i. e. " fire-sticks." This elucidates the relation be- 
tween the sun and movement. Now this mythical personage 
Xolotl is generally represented with a dog's head, sometimes even 
as an entire dog. 1 The Mexicans had a certain species of dogs 
called xolo-itzcuintli ; the Zapotecs named them peco-xolo. All this 
shows that Xolotl, who carries the sun, has been conceived as a 
parallel to the guide and carrier of the human soul, the dog. 

Of Xolotl it is said that he was the brother of Quetzalcoatl, 2 
and he nearly always wears ornaments and paint of the latter. 
Quetzalcoatl represents the Mexican zodiac, but the last sign of it 
had also an independent existence ; it was personified by Xolotl. 

1 Codex Vaticanus No. S77S> fol - 2 9 and 93- 

2 Codex Magliabecchiano, XIII, 3, fol. 33 verso. 
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Thus the pictures of Quetzalcoatl in the form of a serpent do not 
have the peculiar end part of the Xiuhcoatl, the " serpent of the 
year" (figs. 99-101) which symbolized the entire belt of the 
zodiac. Xolotl is the twin-brother of Quetzalcoatl, and vice versa. 
Therefore Xolotl became the god of the twins, 1 and QuetzalcoatPs 
name can be translated not only as "plumed serpent" but also as 
" precious twin." 

That the tail of Xiuhcoatl (figs. 99-101) which I take to be 
a conventionalized form of the outlines of the constellation " dog " 
(fig. 102) was used as a symbolic ornament of Xolotl, is, from the 
foregoing, easy to understand. But the same emblem is also worn 
by Tepeyollotli, Chantico, and the mummy of the warrior, and is a 
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part of the hieroglyphic of Motecuhzoma. Now, Tepeyollotli is a 
god of the underworld, his name meaning " heart, interior of the 
mountains," and he appears in the form of a tiger, the animal of 
darkness. Chantico, the Fire Goddess of Xochimilco, signifies, as 
her various names and myths indicate, the " sun in the underworld." 
Of her it is expressly stated that she was transformed into a dog, 
and one of her names was Quaxolotl. But Xolotl is not only the 
guide or carrier of the sun, but also, in his form of Nanauatzin, the 
sun itself. This identification of Xolotl -Nanauatzin we owe to Pro- 
fessor Seler. 2 The warrior's mummy was adorned also with the 

'"Xolotle . . . dizen quera senor de los emilligos y de todas las cosas que nas- 
gian juntas." — Codex Telleriano- Remensis, fol. 19 verso. 

2 Kommentar zum Codex Borgia, II, Berlin, 1906, p. 97. 
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blue dog, and its relations to the abode of the dead are evident. 
Motecuhzoma's hieroglyphic consists of two parts, the symbols of 
the first and of the last constellation, 1 this being with the Aztecs the 
sign of Xiuhtecutli, the Fire God, whose earthly representative the 
Mexican king was. 

That another variation of the end of the Xiuhcoatl, the " serpent 
of the year," is the conventional sign for year (fig. 103), needs, I 
think, no further explanation. 

According to Dr Brinton 2 the Pleiades bore in the Maya lan- 
guage the same name as the rattles of the 
rattlesnake, tzab. The Pleiades are the most 
conspicuous star cluster of the constellation 
"dog"; they form the eye of that animal's 
head (fig. 102, a) and are therefore well fitted 
to denote the whole group which, indeed, is 
the tail of the Xiuhcoatl and Quetzalcoatl. 
Thus the end part of Quetzalcoatl in his ser- 
pentine form consists of a number of rattles. At the end of a 
cycle the Mexicans watched the Pleiades : they were afraid the 
stars might stand still and darkness swallow the world. When, 
however, the Pleiades passed the zenith, i. e. the first constellation 
came to " reign," the beginning of a new cycle was celebrated. 3 

The first Mexican constellation cipactli, " crocodile," is connected 
with ideas like beginning, creation, birth, and is ascribed to 
the east, the region where the sun rises, is born. In the same 
way the final constellation is dedicated to the west, where the stars 
set, and therefore we find the Tlaloc of the West wearing for hel- 
met-mask the head of Xolotl. 4 

Thus the role the dog played in Mexican mythology is wholly 
explained if we accept the theory that the dog primarily represented 

a constellation. 
Giddings, Texas. 




1 That the first figure of the hieroglyphic, the pointed crown xiukuitzolli, really 
meant the initial constellation, cipactli, is proved by the fact that Patecatl, the God of 
Pulque, wears a similar diadem, and he is called also Cipactonal, "the day sign 
cipactli." 

'A Primer of Mayan Hieroglyphics, Philadelphia, p. 58. 

3 Sahagun, 4 app. 

4 Codex Borgia, fol. 27; Codex Vaticanus 3773, fol. 69. 



